This study examines the connections between Proust’s fin-de-
siecle ‘nervousness’ and his apprehensions regarding literary
form. Michael Finn shows that Proust’s anxieties both about
bodily weakness and about novel-writing were fed by a set of
intriguing psychological and medical texts, and were mirrored
in the nerve-based afflictions of other writers including Flau-
bert, Baudelaire, Nerval and the Goncourt brothers. Finn
argues that once Proust cast off his nervous concerns he was
free to poke fun at the supposed purity of the novel form.
Hysteria — as a figure and as a theme — becomes a key to the
Proustian narrative, and a certain kind of wordless, bodily
copying of gesture and event is revealed to be at the heart of a
writing technique replete with pranks undermining many of the
conventions of fiction.

Michael Finn is Professor of French at Ryerson Polytechnic
University, Toronto. He has published on Proust in a wide
variety of journals, has served in Bordeaux and Paris with the
Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs, and for some years
has written on food for Toronto Life magazine.
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CHAPTER I

Proust between neurasthemia and hysteria

Studies of hysteria, as a socio-cultural phenomenon, as medical fact
and myth, and as a subject for literature, represent a burgeoning
field that is both important and, as Mark Micale has put it in a
recent and readable overview, ‘hopelessly fashionable’.! The medica-
lization of human experience — and particularly of female experience
— in the literature of the second half of the nineteenth century has
attracted a major subset of these new hysteria studies.

As we now know, although French interest in hysteria peaked
during Jean-Martin Charcot’s years at La Salpétriere Hospital, and
particularly in the 1880s and 189os, there was voluminous research
and writing on the topic years earlier. Ten to twenty years before
Charcot’s 1862 appointment to La Salpétriére, almost a third of
French psychiatric theses were already dealing with hysteria.? Litera-
ture was showing interest in hysteria in the 1860s even as it was
becoming a more widely publicized societal phenomenon. Emily
Apter has neatly labelled as ‘pathography’ the mix of biography,
fiction and clinical case history we find in Zola’s Thérése Raquin
(1867), in the Goncourts’ Madame Gervaisars (1868), and in Huysmans’
Marthe (1876).> The model of the genre was no doubt Germinie
Lacerteux (1864), and its notoriety was guaranteed because the
brothers chose to stress the time-honoured link between hysteria and
nymphomania.* In fact, the Goncourts’ first novel, Charles Demailly
(1860), was also a pathography, and its subject is one of the earliest
portrayals of a condition that came to be known as neurasthenia,
a quasi-clinical state of hypersensitivity coupled with nervous
exhaustion.”

Not only was the novel taking its documentation from medical
cases during this period, it was to some extent occupying a limelight
that medico-psychiatric research would have preferred for itself. In
1881 Jules Claretie published a very popular novel, Les Amours d’un

10
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interne,’ that made some sensational speculations about contacts
between doctors and their female patients at La Salpétriere. Col-
leagues of Charcot such as Charles Richet, Alfred Binet and Henri
Beaunis all wrote fiction that dramatized various aspects of hysteria.’
There is evidence that Charcot was jealous of the success of some of
the naturalist pathographies. To Edmond de Goncourt’s chagrin,
Charcot joined the hecklers at the premiere of the stage version of
Germinie Lacerteux.® The play did not enjoy great success.

In 1857, two years before Briquet published his seminal 7rauté

clinique et thérapeutique de Uhystérie, hysteria is sufficiently prominent in
the literary reader’s mind that Baudelaire uses the term to describe
the poetic nature with which Flaubert has imbued Emma Bovary.
After making that now famous connection, Baudelaire easily slips
into a discussion of actual symptoms:
[hysteria shows up] in women in the sensation of an ascending and
asphyxiating ball (I am speaking only of the main symptom), [and]
manifests itself in nervous men in every kind of impotence and in the
predisposition to every excess.’

The Goncourts, among others, championed the Romantic idea
that artistic talent was in fact based on hypersensitivity. Some of
their statements on the subject from the 1860s foreshadow quite
directly the decadent mindset that became prevalent in the 1880s
and 189os: creativity was seen as nerve-based. According to the
Goncourts, malady was almost a pre-condition for the novelist:
‘Sickness sensitizes one’s observational faculties like a photographic
plate’.!® Genius, they asserted, was in the nerves:

Man, by nature, does not love truth; and it is right that he not love it. Lies,
myth, these are much more likeable. It will always be more agreeable to

imagine genius in the form of a tongue of fire than in the image of a
neurosis.!!

By the mid-18gos, when Proust is writing his first novel, Fean
Santeuil, the Goncourt view has become a literary stereotype. In
Proust’s young protagonist, hypochondria, insomnia and asthma are
presented as incurable and ‘the effect of genius’ (7S, 792). Some
twenty years later, the mature Proustian text is more ambiguous on
this subject;!? one senses that since the major work of the writer’s life
is at last close to completion, a certain peace has been made with the
question of nerves. Still, the nervous defects of Charlus are seen as
the probable basis of his artistic disposition, though he never
develops his gifts. But it is left to the flashy, superficial Dr Boulbon to
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say that without a nervous disorder, there are no great artists or
scientists. The ambivalence of this pronouncement is underlined by
Boulbon’s cavalier diagnosis that the Narrator’s grandmother is
suffering from nerves and that the albumin in her urine, from which
she will shortly die, is therefore ‘mental’ (111, 347; 11, 601).

It is of some importance, I believe, to examine Proust’s ‘nervous-
ness’ — both the biographical phenomenon and the presentation of
nervous disorders in his fiction — against the backdrop of certain
literary figures who were mentors for him. Some of the writers to
whom he felt most closely attuned had suffered from nerve-related
ailments just as he did. Proust turned both to their works and their
lives, especially in the 1895—1908 period, for some confirmation that
they had encountered creative hesitations similar to those that
plagued him. For a time at least, Proust seems to have accepted the
diagnosis, no doubt in part a self-imposed one, that his own chronic
lack of willpower and tenacity was nerve-based, and that it was this
nervous deficit that could explain his inability to conceive the form
and structure of the great work he wanted to write. The problems
with form, and the attitudes wvis-a-vis form, of Flaubert, Baudelaire
and Nerval, therefore came to interest him deeply.

At the same time, Proust had privileged access, through his doctor
father Adrien, to the latest expert medical opinion on ailments of the
nerves and to physician colleagues who were specialists in the field.
It is not my purpose to retell the story of Proust’s asthma, of his
medical consultations, or of his self-prescribed drug regimen. Much
more germane to an understanding of A la recherche du temps perdu, it
seems to me, are the echoes of some of Proust’s psychological and
medical readings not only in the story the novel tells, but in the way
its artistic message is shaped. For although Proust was diagnosed —
and diagnosed by his own father, as we shall see — as a chronic
sufferer from nerve-related problems, he was adamant that life
problems were not solved by science, but rather by aesthetics.

To say that Proust suffered from anxiety of influence, to use
Harold Bloom’s phrase,'? is to say that water is wet. His anxieties
about literary inspiration and formal perfection hold a threefold
interest. They can help us to define what he appears to have
diagnosed in himself as a type of fin-de-siécle neurasthenia, a general-
ized lack of willpower based on weakness of the nerves. They also
allow us to follow some of the suggested connections in the Proustian
text between neurasthenia, hysteria and the creative process,
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especially writing. And third, they open a perspective on the inter-
play between nervous dysfunction and certain aspects of the novel
form as it developed in Proust’s hands.

NERVOUS PRECURSORS

Flaubert

Though Proust refers with sympathy to the neurotic natures of
Baudelaire and Nerval, his sentiments for Flaubert are never
expressed in terms of a kinship with his nervous makeup. Three
facets of Flaubert’s artistry seem to have impressed Proust: certain
hard-won features of his actual writing technique, his striving for a
beauty of form, and his literary idealism. In the 1920 article ‘A
propos du «style» de Flaubert’, Proust lays out in some detail how
Flaubert’s grammatical genius and sense of rhythm marked all of
French prose in the second half of the nineteenth century. Proust
sees greatness as well in Flaubert’s insistence on beauty in structure:
‘Where Flaubert links up with Balzac is when he says: «I need a
splendid end for Felicity»’ (4SB, 68) [‘Ou Flaubert rejoint Balzac,
c’est quand 1l dit «Il me faut une fin splendide pour Félicité»’] (CGSB,
276).!* But the Flaubertian idea which Proust seems to cite most
approvingly and most often is one that connects to the essential
message of idealism that underpins Le Temps retrouvé. In his intro-
duction to Louis Bouilhet’s Dernieres chansons, Flaubert wrote, ‘life’s
eventualities ... appear [to the writer] fully transposed as though
readied for the description of an illusion’ (see CSB, 224, n. 1; 264—5).
Unlike Balzac but like Marcel Proust, Flaubert understood the value
of renunciation, the absurdity of life in society, and the fact that a
real-life event functions only as the sign of a deeper reality.

These are the main intellectual links between the two writers, and
the influences which Proust acknowledges. But each also suffered
from a nervous malady that, it can be argued, conditioned his
attitude towards speech, towards written language, and towards the
structuring of text into narrative. There is much to enlighten us in a
comparison of how the younger Gustave Flaubert and the younger
Marcel Proust, each from the starting point of an acknowledged
nervous malady, confront the activity of writing.

During his most hectic creative period, 19079, when he is at once
‘rewriting’ other writers (in a series of pastiches published in Le
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Figaro), penning critical essays about them (in the Cahiers that will
form Contre Sainte-Beuve), and seeing fictional threads develop out of
the critical exercise, Proust is also consciously sifting through the
resemblances between himself and other writers, including Flaubert.
The Carnet de 1908 contains a number of references to Flaubert,
including the following passage on his letters to his niece, where we
observe Proust’s unusual habit of physically projecting himself into
another writer’s daily life and writing problems. There are passages
in Proust’s texts on Sainte-Beuve and Baudelaire where a similar
transposition occurs:

Letters to Caroline. A splendid ending for Un Ceur simple. 1 read the Rouen
newspaper, etc. I chat with servants whom I find no more stupid than
people of a better class. I'm waiting for the book on the Middle Ages. How
I envy you your work plans. I would happily stay in Concarneau for the
whole winter.

[Lettres a Caroline. Fin splendide pour Un Ceur simple. Je lis le journal de
Rouen etc. Je cause avec domestiques [que] je ne trouve pas plus bétes que
des gens bien. J’attends le livre sur le moyen age. Comme je t’envie avec tes
plans de travail. Je resterais bien a Concarneau tout ’hiver.] (Le Carnet de

1908, 75-6)

Many of these references have a dual resonance: they are Flau-
bert’s comments on his own life, but the same events have happened
in Proust’s existence as well. Proust had enjoyed two prolific months
in Begmeil and Concarneau as he began Jean Santeuil and may have
been tempted to stay longer; he had awaited his own book on the
Middle Ages, L’Art religieux du XIlle siecle en France by Emile Male,
loaned to him in 1898 by Robert de Billy as he documented himself
for translations of Ruskin; in 4 la recherche the Narrator will repeat-
edly remark on the interest and usefulness of conversation with
servants and working class people as compared to aristocrats; and
Proust certainly envied Flaubert his work plans, for he himself never
seemed to write from one.!”

Flaubert’s experience has become Proust’s. And, if only un-
consciously, Proust will also have absorbed other remarks in these
same letters that connect anguish about creativity and nervous
exhaustion:

I’'m making no headway with Julien 'Hospitalier ... I have absolutely no
idea what is going on in the world ... In order to write one page, I've
crossed out twelve ... I'm so obsessed with work that I'm close to
insanity.'®
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There are many externals that might make Flaubert and Proust
medical soul-mates. Each was the son of an authoritative and some-
times authoritarian doctor father. Proust was a frail, neurotic and
later asthmatic child, while Flaubert had poor word skills that
pointed to emotional difficulties and undermined his academic
career. The patriarchal figure in both of these households was in a
position to diagnose and to judge. It is interesting to reflect that it
was Flaubert’s father who prescribed treatment after his son’s often
discussed attack of January 1844. Proust’s father, as I will argue later
in this chapter, made a discussion of his son’s nervous condition the
subject of a book, L’Hygiene du neurasthénique, published in 1897. Both
writers’ creative lives are structured around a nervous crisis and the
death of a parent, events which act as springboards for a retreat
from the world and a sharpened focus on personal creativity.

In a letter of 13 May 1845, Flaubert speaks of his nervous attacks

of a year before as the turning point between his early period and a
later life fully devoted to art:
I have bid practical life an irrevocable goodbye. My nervous condition was
the transition between these two states. All I shall want, for a long time, is
six quiet hours in my room, a great fire in winter, and two candles each
evening to give me light.!”

After the death of his mother Jeanne, Proust spent about two
months in the clinic of Dr Paul Sollier in Boulogne being treated for
nervous exhaustion, leaving in January 1906. Sollier was the author
of authoritative works on hysteria, but his clinic was also well known
for its successful treatment of neurasthenics. In Le Temps retrouvé, a
single sentence about the Narrator’s unsuccessful sojourn in a clinic
serves as a transition to the famous train stop in the countryside,
when he appears to despair that he will ever recover his childhood
gift for inspiration. Almost immediately, however, he again takes up
his quest for a literary vocation. Symbolically, but unmistakably,
confrontation and acceptance of malady are thematically paired
with artistic development.

Both Flaubert and Proust worked through an ‘acceptance’ of their
nervous disorders and saw that acceptance as a synonym of retreat
from the world. In the preface of Les Plaisirs et les jours, the writer’s
malady transforms him into a Noah figure, confined to an ark which
is at the same time a sickbed, and from which he has a clearer view
of the world than from any point on land. Should the sickness be
cured, there is a fall from true grace, the latter pointedly presented
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as communion with self: ‘He had to begin living again, to turn away
from himself...” [‘Il fallut recommencer a vivre, a se détourner de
soi ... (JS, 7).

Flaubert took the same positive view of his ‘maladie des nerfs’;

accepting, and having others accept, his debility established the
perfect conditions for creative self-absorption. In two letters from
the year following his collapse in Pont-L’Evéque, he confirms his
satisfaction:
My malady has had the advantage of allowing me to occupy myself as I
please, which is an important point in life. I see nothing in the world more
desirable for me than a nice, well-heated room, with the books I love and
all the leisure time I want. As for my health, it is basically improved, but
the cure is so long in coming, in these nervous afflictions, that it is almost
imperceptible. '

As far as I'm concerned, I've been feeling quite well since I accepted that
I will always be sick.!?

Proust attributes his own impressionability to his malady. That he
is porous, as it were, to the beauties of nature, is a positive part of his
condition, for it represents his openness to inspiration. He sees the
same poetic permeability in Senancour, and appears to wonder if the
latter suffered from the same condition as himself:?°
Senancour is myself. Moral reverie inspired by nature. He was sick, I

believe. Indeed, one must be weak to be so enraptured with the simple
phenomena of nature.

[Senancour c’est moi. Réverie morale inspirée par la nature. C’était je crois
un malade. Il faut étre faible en effet pour s’enivrer ainsi avec les choses les
plus simples de la nature.] (CSB, 568)

The feeling for nature, that is, the physical reaction to natural
phenomena, is strikingly similar in Flaubert and Proust. The kind of
ecstatic oneness with nature that readers identify as a Proustian
privileged moment, whether an impression or a recollection, is based
on an animal passivity that is described at some length in jfean
Santewil. 'The writer stipulates that this passivity is only relative, in
that it affords the calm and mental space in which the imagination
can function freely. But the state of waiting, of expectation that life
stimulus will arrive from the outside, will have disadvantages that we
will examine later in this chapter:

We envy the boa constrictor for whom digestion occupies a whole week and

who can then sleep for several days in a row. We envy the lizard who sits for
days on a warm rock soaking up the sunlight. We envy. .. seagulls who play
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in the midst of storms and let themselves be borne by the wind [. .. but] we
derive enjoyment, at the same time, from our imagination ... It is only for
the thinker and the sick person that the life of the instincts has all these
exhilarations.

[Nous envions le boa pour qui digérer est 'occupation d’une semaine et qui
peut alors dormir plusieurs jours de suite. Nous envions le lézard qui reste
des journées sur une pierre chaude a se laisser pénétrer de soleil. Nous
envions . .. les mouettes qui jouent dans les orages et se laissent porter par
le vent [... mais] nous jouissons en méme temps par 'imagination ... Ce
n’est que pour le penseur et le malade que la vie animale a tous ces
enivrements.] ( 7S5, 369)

The kind of passive absorption into objects and natural settings
that we see in Proust and Flaubert becomes, in each, a key to their
creativity in language. Sartre has argued persuasively that the
capacity for animalistic ‘stupidity’ which Flaubert admires in himself
(‘What is best in me is . .. the animal’,?! he writes to Louise Colet) is
interchangeable with his capacity for appreciating sensation and
feeling, and is synonymous with his capacity for literary inspiration.
In Flaubert, that ability is the opposite of the ability to speak, to
manipulate words, because, following Sartre’s thesis, as a child
Flaubert was ignored in favour of his older brother. The meaning of
Flaubert’s neurosis is that, in a sense, he was never designated in
words. Because no verbal attention was paid to his existence, he
began to define his existence as mutism and feelings left inarticu-
late.??> A wonderful passage from Les Mémoires d’un fou shows how
language breaks the cohesion of the self:

Infinity seemed more immense to me, if that is possible, than to God ...
and then I had to descend from these sublime regions towards words ...
How does one render in words this harmony that arises in the heart of a
poet ... by what gradations does poetry lower itself without destroying
itself 723

Here it is not cliché, Flaubert’s lifelong béte noire, that the young
writer fears in language, it is the fact that words interrupt the inner
harmony of the self with the world. This is often the writer’s
experience, of course: readers of Joyce have spoken of the ‘antinomy
of impression and expression’?* in his writings. The former is an
intimate experience, the latter an activity of a more external order.

Moments of wordlessness in Flaubert’s novels are tied in to his
biographical epiphany moments. Emma Bovary’s communion with
nature recalls Flaubert’s own silent ‘ecstasies’
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Silence was everywhere ... Then, in the distance, beyond the woods, on
the other hills, she heard a vague, prolonged cry, a voice lingered, and she
listened to it in silence as it fused like music with the last vibrations of her
excited nerves.?

Of course, Flaubert and Proust come at their diffidence about
language from apparently quite different directions. The younger
Proust is someone conscious that there is an inner wellspring of
words, an excess that corresponds to an excess of meaning He
cannot say ‘enough’. Gently ironic portraits of the young Jean
Santeuil speak of his exaggeration, the exaltation of his speech (75,
259). A letter from Proust’s seventeenth year provides a concrete
picture of the irreversible flow that seems to have been Proust’s
experience of language:

Excuse my writing, my style, my spelling. I don’t dare to re-read what I
write! When I write at top speed. I realize that one shouldn’t write at top
speed. But I have so much to say. It just comes like waves.

[Pardon de mon écriture, de mon style, de mon orthographe. Je n’ose pas
me relire! Quand j’écris au galop. Je sais bien qu’il ne faudrait pas écrire au
galop. Mais j’ai tant a dire. Ca se presse comme des flots.] (Corr, 1, 106)

In contrast, even though he was a prolific writer during his
adolescence, Flaubert sees himself as ‘speechless’. He writes, ‘I am a
mute who wants to speak’.?%

Voluble or silent by nature, these two men arrive at surprisingly
similar conclusions about the alienating nature of language. Because
I am essentially passive, sickly, the language of others, language from
outside, invades me and defines me. I do not speak (for Proust this is
especially acutely felt in social situations), I am spoken. The Narrator
of A la recherche endlessly flags the danger of social dialogue: ‘when
we chat, it is no longer we who speak ... we are fashioning ourselves
then in the likeness of other people and not a self that differs from
them’ (11, 563) [‘quand nous causons, ce n’est plus nous qui parlons
... nous nous modelons alors a la ressemblance des étrangers et non
d’un moi qui différe d’eux’] (11, 261). There is a strongly developed
physical fear in Proust, which we shall examine in the next chapter,
of social language as a conduit through which one’s identity flows
out and is lost.

The object of social exchange is, in both men’s perception, to find
common ground. Conversation aims therefore necessarily at finding
‘common language’. Because there is agreement and conceptions
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are shared, there must be stock phrases, cliché. Sartre articulates
Flaubert’s position as follows:
[the apparent meaning of language| has no other purpose than to unite

people, to reassure them by enabling them to make a gesture of agreement, and

on what could such impenetrable beings, with such diverse interests, agree,

if not on nothing??’

Proust’s diffidence about language focuses on speech, but also, at

least in his pre-Recherche period, on correspondence. Letters are an
extension of consensus-seeking, but in the physical absence of the
interlocutor, we exaggerate the search for agreement. The letter is
the locus of insincerity, and Proust sees a similar exaggeration in
Flaubert’s letters and his own:
[Flaubert’s letters to George Sand or about Renan] are obviously not ...
sincere and ... they make us tremble to think how people might judge our
own literary ideas if, later, they were to find certain articles, or read certain
letters if our correspondence were published.

[des lettres de Flaubert a George Sand ou sur Renan] ne sont évidemment
pas ... sinceres et ... nous font trembler en pensant a ce que croiront de
nos 1dées littéraires ceux qui plus tard retrouveront certains articles, ou si
notre correspondance était publiée, liraient certaines lettres. ( 7S, 488)

Literature, then, will provide the mechanism to express difference.
How this will be done is not yet clear, since language will be the
means at hand. But for Flaubert, at least, finding the exactly
appropriate words to a situation is a dubious solution. Such precision
will always remain the sign of ‘agreement over nothing’. The
individual who seeks an exact equation between expression and
outer reality is the individual who has agreed to suppress his own
identity. Naomi Schor reminds us that Emma Bovary is the character
who cannot find the words, while Homais 1s always successful:
““What a terrible catastrophe!” exclaimed the apothecary, who
could always find an expression to fit any situation imaginable’.?8

It is important to recall that a similar ambivalence is embedded in
Proust’s aesthetics. He speaks often of the need to find the precise
metaphor that will translate an impression; the comparison must
appear ‘inevitable’. ‘Water only boils at 100 degrees’, he chides Paul
Morand (458, 284; CSB, 616). At the same time, metaphor is only a
vehicle of comparison. A metaphor does not state or restate any
thing, it simply alludes to it through an imitation. Beside Proust’s
requirement for precision, we should juxtapose his law regarding
the element of mystery that is residual in any attempt to articulate a
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deeply rooted impression. A certain opacity of language is a
measure and a gauge of the depth covered by the writer’s investiga-
tive work.

Because of their mistrust of language, and because for both of
them language is the sign of their potential for alienation, Proust and
Flaubert lodge their ideal of style elsewhere than within language
itself. Style has nothing to do with the surface features of text, it is,
for Proust, ‘a question of vision’, as though he had in mind the
famous phrase of Flaubert, ‘style is, in and by itself, an absolute way
of seeing things’.>® Meditating on Stendhal, Proust sees style as a
kind of unconscious, skeletal structure detectable beneath the
conscious, intellectual structures of the novels. In Flaubert, says
Proust, style is the fusion of the writer’s intelligence with the objects
he 1s describing — it is a movement in the prose: “This rippling is the
intellect transformed, which has been incorporated into matter’
(ASB, 281) [‘Cette ondulation-1a, c’est de I'intelligence transformée,
qui s’est incorporée a la matiere’] (GSB, 612). Sartre’s comment on
Flaubertian style is valid for both writers: ‘Style is the silence of
discourse, the silence in discourse, the imaginary and secret object of
the written word’.3°

What one might add is that the Proustian/Flaubertian adoration
of silence, and the movement of the intelligence that superimposes
itself on matter and undulates with the oscillation of the molecules,
in a wordless gesture of communication, is really the transfer to the
level of literary technique of an epileptic/hysterical model of
communication, with which both writers feel very much at home.
Extending this model of artistic communication to the notion of
literary structure seems reasonable for Proust and Flaubert both:
their literature speaks not through language but through its internal
rhythms and structures. Doris Lessing articulated this ideal of
writing when she observed, ‘My major aim was to shape a book
which would make its own comment, a wordless statement: to talk
through the way it was shaped’.3!

Flaubert’s gift for uniting his mind with matter is comparable to
the talent for hysterical simulation which Proust points out in other
writers, such as Racine:

And no doubt a hysteric of genius was struggling inside Racine, under the
control of a superior intellect, and simulated for him in his tragedies . .. the
ebb and flow, and the manifold, yet for all that fully grasped lurchings of
passion. (4S5, 283)
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